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The word “companion” belongs to the same word 
family as “accompany.” In this volume of sixteen essays 
and fifteen black and white illustrations, we hear the 
perspectives of adults keeping company with other 
adults, over the heads of the children who are the 
specified audience of this particular literature. It is a 
familiar paradox of all academic work in this field.
This book could well be entitled The Cambridge 
Companion to the Institution of Children’s Literature. 
Children’s literature as institution is an absorbing 
topic, and many of the essays in the book present 
lively and persuasive accounts of its development. 
Indeed, the book is at its strongest where it includes 
institutional considerations of cultural, commercial, 
and technological pressures.
Some companions are best met at intervals over a 
brief cup of coffee, whereas with others you want to 
sit by the fire and engage endlessly into the night. In 
composing this review, I have taken the latter approach 
and read the book from cover to cover, but I actually 
think it would work better as a reference book. As a 
historical phenomenon, children’s literature resembles 
a deciduous tree, much broader and more multi-
leafed at the top than at the base. It is probably not 
surprising, therefore, that many of these essays, which 
often take a historical perspective on the development 
of a particular topic, begin with a set of highly similar 
references before branching out into a set of examples 
that, by contrast, read more randomly. An intermittent 
reading would reduce the aggravation of meeting the 
Fairchilds and the March family over and over again.
Some of this repetitive trend is mirrored in the 
nine-page timeline, compiled by Eric J. Johnson, 
that introduces the volume. Many of the chapters 
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in this book reference, for example, James Janeway’s A Token 
for Children (1671–72) or John Newbery’s The History of Little 
Goody Two-Shoes (1765), and Alcott’s Little Women (1868) also 
makes many appearances. The twentieth-century entries account 
for nearly a third of the list and are much more broadly and 
diversely distributed across the chapters; many titles on this time 
list are mentioned only once or twice in the ensuing chapters. 
The twenty-first century is represented in this timeline only by 
two obvious selections (Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials 
[1995–2000] and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter [1997–2007]) and 
one extremely eccentric choice (Melvin Burgess’s Lady: My Life as 
a Bitch [2001]). An unconventional companion is often the most 
interesting, however, so this peculiar sifting of the recent canon 
may offer its own virtues (although nothing would persuade me 
that this title is the only interesting stand-alone publication of the 
twenty-first century).
In the interests of those readers who might like to sample 
this book in more selective ways than I did, I will describe each 
chapter in some detail. In my view, this approach does better 
justice to the book’s strengths than an attempt to account for it as 
a collective whole.
In their introduction, M. O. Grenby and Andrea Immel suggest 
that children’s literature is a universal literature because everyone 
has at some point been a member of its target audience. This book 
is necessarily selective, featuring imaginative writing in the main 
and underplaying religious, factual, and instructive works while 
also largely ignoring drama, film, and new media. Certain highly 
studied genres such as “fairy tales and comic books” (xiv) receive 
scant attention, and the main focus lies on British and American 
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works that were first published in English.
The sixteen chapters are divided among three 
general headings: “Contexts and Genres,” “Audiences,” 
and “Forms and Themes.” I found the first section 
the most intriguing overall. Grenby kicks off with a 
chapter on “the origins of children’s literature,” drawing 
connections between the specific origin stories of 
particular works (often told to a particular known child) 
and what C. S. Lewis describes as “the bad way” of 
developing such a literature, “striving to ‘find out what 
they want and give them that, however little you like 
it yourself’” (3). The early stages of material created for 
children is more likely to arise from this “bad way,” 
but over the centuries many stories have advertised 
themselves as arising from a domestic (and thus 
amateur) context. This “rhetoric of domesticity” is then 
used to “justify and advertise” a commercial product 
(17). It would have been worthwhile to see a fuller 
discussion of the impact of twentieth-century corporate 
children’s publishing on this dichotomy.
Immel explores the relationship between “children’s 
books and constructions of childhood” and tackles the 
vast heterogeneity of this topic by constructing two 
adult purchasers: Mrs. X, an enlightened contemporary 
buyer, and eighteenth-century philosopher John Locke, 
whose understanding of what would comprise a book 
appropriate for a child reader would be radically 
different from hers. This simplification paradoxically 
allows for discussion of a highly complex topic in 
approachable and useful ways. Mrs. X, for example, 
is able to choose her titles from a large selection in 
a dedicated corner of a store or a library, and the 
books come conveniently marked out as suitable for 
particular ages. John Locke might agree with Mrs. X 
about the necessity for children to enjoy their reading, 
but he placed much less importance on the need for a 
book to be specifically addressed to a child than he did 
on how it was introduced to a child ready to read it.
Brian Alderson explores the detailed levels of 
collaboration needed to create a children’s book. 
Publishers, editors, designers, and illustrators all 
work within the limits of technological and political 
constraints and affordances. The development of 
mechanical papermaking and the gradual elimination 
of taxes on paper, for example, greatly enlarged 
the kinds of options open to publishers (41). The 
creative imagination of the book producers may be 
held in check, he asserts, if the main market lies with 
librarians who are more interested in “durability and 
conservation” (50). Copyright law affects variant 
versions of a story and, Alderson reminds us, “[i]f it is 
arguable that the reader—child or adult—responds  
not to an author’s unmediated creation but to ‘the  
word made flesh’ as a physical package, then the 
variant forms that that package may take will affect  
the response” (52).
Katie Trumpener takes account of audience in her 
chapter entitled “Picture-book worlds and ways of 
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seeing.” “Memories of childhood,” she writes, “may 
become indelibly linked to early memories—visual, 
tactile, spatial—of reading picture books, whose 
‘picture worlds’ may permanently shape readers’ 
worldview” (55). Trumpener celebrates the picture 
book’s international history and its relationship to 
artistic movements. Unlike the authors of many 
other chapters in this book, she pays attention to 
information books as well as storybooks; the first 
children’s picture book, Orbis Sensualium Pictus 
(1659), provides a precedent of taxonomic perspectives 
as well as cosmopolitanism and translation. Pictures, 
of course, cross linguistic boundaries, and Trumpener 
makes interesting observations on the significance 
of the émigré artist, who provided an innovative and 
internationalist perspective to the development of 
the picture book in the early stages of the twentieth 
century (58). Some images teach that the world is a 
stable and knowable place; others raise questions 
or deliberately choose to disorient the reader. Some 
pictures stay safely inside the covers of their books; 
others can be cut out and manipulated or popped up 
into three-dimensional images.
Richard Flynn follows with a highly readable battle 
cry for better children’s poetry. “[W]ith some notable 
exceptions, the vast bulk of children’s poetry published 
today is goofy, sentimental or recycled from days of 
yore,” he suggests (76). Flynn points out—correctly in 
my opinion—that, “while poetry is seen as something 
children might easily learn to write, rarely are they 
encouraged to enjoy reading it, or memorizing it, or 
performing it” (77). He is advocating for “musicality as 
the salient quality of the best contemporary children’s 
verse” (77), but claims that in some cases teachers 
actually forbid their students to use rhymes in their 
poems because it will inhibit their self-expression. 
This chapter, more than any of the others, offers a 
high-stakes contestation of what matters in children’s 
literature. Flynn quotes Randall Jarrell’s observation, 
“If I can think of it, it isn’t what I want,” to suggest 
that poetry needs to be bigger, darker, slower, and 
more powerful than the instantly gratifying works of 
any “Peter Pan-ish children’s poetry celebrity” (82). 
He charges that there is “a narrowing of what is 
permissible in terms of poetry’s emotional range” (88) 
and calls for a more complex and critical conversation 
about poetry to take hold. He also suggests that  
media dissemination will not solve every issue:  
“no matter how useful various technologies may be, 
they are no substitute for the embodied experience  
that characterises the young child’s first encounter  
with poetry” (89). If I could take only one of these  
book chapters to a desert island, it would be this  
robust polemic.
John Stephens addresses questions about retelling 
stories across time and cultures. Unlike the authors of 
many of the other chapters, he considers media other 
than print in his wide-ranging assessment of issues of 
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adaptation. Retellings of old stories are affected by 
interaction among three elements: first, the already-
known story; second, current social preoccupations 
and values; and third, the textual forms through which 
the story is conveyed, including film and animation 
(92). Retold stories may be perceived as conveying 
universal values across different cultures, or they may 
set out to challenge familiar hegemonic assumptions, 
using the old story as a vehicle. Such a challenge 
may be facilitated by a change of medium, and many 
contemporary retellings also include some form of 
reflection on the telling itself. Stephens is good on 
the subject of how reillustrating a story can shift or 
modernize points of emphasis without making any 
alteration to the wording.
Deborah Stevenson concludes this opening 
section with a chapter on classics and canons. She 
explores the role of reviewers, of academics, and 
of professionals in the development of a canon, 
and then turns her attention to the role of popular 
audiences. Popular classics, almost by definition, are 
largely very conservative in their representation of the 
world; she points out that in the “Classics” section 
of the bookstore, “there is no apparent concern for 
representation, with authors included being almost 
uniformly white, and the non-Anglophone authors 
being old standards of the nineteenth century and 
earlier (Hans Christian Andersen, the Brothers  
Grimm, Jules Verne, Johann Wyss). There is no 
informational non-fiction, poetry tends to be limited 
to A. A. Milne, and very few picture books creep 
in” (114–15). The “Classics” shelf may include more 
works in translation than the rest of the bookstore, but 
the multiracial realities of contemporary Europe are 
certainly not represented.
Lissa Paul kicks off the second section on 
“Audiences” with a consideration of literacy education 
over the centuries. Like Richard Flynn, Paul has a 
case to make: “the recognition that some texts reward 
attention while others do not is a rarely discussed 
feature in debates about the best methods of induction 
into a literate community” (131). Paul provides a 
perspective that ranges from the careful pedagogies of 
eighteenth-century mothers charged with educating 
their own children, through various “readers” designed 
to impart religion or patriotism, to the “tyrannical” 
(137) contemporary system of teaching what can be 
assessed. Today, she suggests, “the emphasis on a ‘best’ 
method has been replaced by a focus on keeping 
score” (139). This trend toward constant measuring is 
not a positive development.
Judy Simons tackles questions of gender. She 
addresses the perennial question of the tomboy and 
the sensitive boy as major conventions of children’s 
literature. I am not a hundred per cent persuaded 
that Enid Blyton’s George is “a compelling portrayal 
of liminality” (143) rather than simply being a 
stereotypical tomboy, but I am open to persuasion. She 
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wins me round when she points out that a large number of authors 
introduce gender stereotypes but undermine them, and she offers Little 
Women as a test case: the girl manifests a feisty spirit (think Jo); the 
boy develops or desires a way of taking account of emotions (think 
Laurie, watching the charmed circle of girls from outside the window, 
longing to join the happy family). While manly male characters 
abound, from the nineteenth-century fictions of G. A. Henty to the 
twenty-first-century stories of Anthony Horowitz, Simons also makes 
a case for “the sophistication and complexity of representations 
of masculinity in children’s literature” (154). She cites a variety of 
examples including Huck Finn, Peter Pan, Little Lord Fauntleroy, Bilbo 
Baggins, and Ged in order to demonstrate that heroism comes in 
many guises.
U. C. Knoepflmacher discusses adult readers of children’s books, 
with particular emphasis on issues of cross-address to both children 
and adults, in The Borrowers (where it is verbal) and in Where the 
Wild Things Are (where, interestingly, it exists in the “bitextuality” of 
words and images [169]). “By juggling word and image, by erasing 
all words from the four double pages that show Max regressively 
cavorting with his subjects, and by reinstating the verbal text at the 
end, Sendak toys with the contraries of child and adult” (171).
Lynne Vallone explores questions of difference, which she defines 
as “acknowledgement of the presence of ‘others’” (174). She begins 
with the differences between adults and children and the difficulty of 
drawing firm boundary lines, and looks at how adults have changed 
over the centuries in their perceptions of the significance of such 
differences. She contrasts Lewis Carroll’s Sylvie and Bruno, in which 
childhood is viewed through the lens of sentimental nostalgia, with 
Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons, where nostalgia is girded 
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about with realism instead. From this starting point, 
she moves on to explore differences of race and class, 
gender and ableness. 
Kimberley Reynolds starts the final section of the 
book with a chapter on families. She explores changes 
in the depiction of families, beginning with the family 
as a market unit (Swiss Family Robinson, the Little 
House books, and, interestingly, contemporary stories 
of refugee families). Phase two, beginning mid-
twentieth century, focuses on the family as potential 
threat as well as haven (The Outsiders, The Friends, 
and even Bridge to Terebithia). She concludes with the 
postmodern, self-created “family” (Weetzie Bat, How 
I Live Now). This chapter would benefit from a fuller 
fleshing out of some intriguing references to Fredric 
Jameson’s stages of capitalism, which Reynolds sees as 
usefully comparable to her phases of the family.
Mavis Reimer’s chapter on the school story sums 
up a great deal of history in short form. Her school 
stories include the standard roster of boarding-school 
sagas, chums and outsiders, and so forth, but she also 
makes room for accounts of life at the North American 
residential schools established to shake Aboriginal 
children free of their family roots. She explores the 
useful observation that, with the notable exception 
of the Harry Potter books, the school saga has largely 
migrated to television in recent years; more of this 
cross-media perspective would be helpful in other 
chapters as well.
Immel and Knoepflmacher have combined to create 
a chapter on fantasy’s alternative geographies, drawing 
on notes created by Julia Briggs before her untimely 
death in 2007. All three are credited as authors. 
Children, they say, “learn to identify different levels 
of reality quite early in their mental development” 
(228), and need not be sheltered from any notional 
opposition between reason and fantasy. Indeed, they 
suggest that a child’s mind may best bring fantasy to 
life: “Whether strange or familiar, the landscapes in 
which fantasy operates are most fully realized by the 
perceptive eye of innocence” (239), an observation that 
leads them to suggest that “[f]antasy needs the child as 
mediator” because the child is able to move between 
“contradictory realities and mental states” (239). This 
exercise, they suggest, leads children to a greater 
mastery of reality and science.
David Rudd explores animal stories, stretching the 
etymology of “animal” to include ideas of the animated 
so that he can include Pinocchio, Pooh, and Woody 
from Toy Story within his purview. He is not short of 
material, from the fable to the contemporary anarchic; 
the association of animals and of animated objects with 
stories for children is very old indeed. Highlighting 
the distinction between anthropomorphism and 
realism is one way of categorizing these stories, but 
Rudd suggests that it is language that really makes 
the difference: one way of defining “realistic” animal 
stories is that the animals “are not given the power 
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of speech” (246). Moreover, even an animal fully 
equipped with human speech and human etiquette 
may return to its non-verbal animal nature without 
warning. At the same time, we see language trapping 
its human users. Rudd refers to “the double-edged 
nature of language. In many ways we are imprisoned 
by it, made to see the world in certain ways. . . . But 
perhaps the most invisible term of all is ‘animal’ itself. 
Despite the fact that we are included in this term, we 
tend to forget it” (250). What happens when animals 
subscribe to human priorities completely is summed up 
in the sad fate/apotheosis of the ambitions described 
in the story of Arlene Sardine, who longs to become 
a member (dead, of course) of a tin of sardines and 
achieves her wish by being caught and dying on 
the deck of the ship. Arlene and her ambition (even 
though it suits those of us who want to eat fish) remain 
“inscrutable and ‘other’” (252).
Finally, Roderick McGillis winds up the book 
with a chapter on humour and the body in children’s 
literature. Most (although not all) of children’s humour 
arises from issues of the body, he claims. Here we 
finally encounter the example of Burgess’s Lady: My 
Life as a Bitch, which featured so prominently in the 
timeline that commences the book. There are links 
back to Rudd’s chapter when McGillis suggests that 
“[t]he humour in this book, in carnivalesque manner, 
derives from the connection of the human animal 
with the non-human animal” (266). Much of the 
humour McGillis describes in this chapter involves 
“the monstrous and the freakish” (267), but he also 
devotes a page or two to “gentle humour” (268). 
Language is used to play games as well as to imprison 
us in its formulations, and McGillis suggests it would 
be interesting to pursue questions of “the politics of 
laughter” (270).
As with all collections, this book is variable in 
quality. Each chapter has something to offer, but the 
topic is so large and the units of analysis so small 
that there are bound to be omissions that will strike 
different readers as varying in significance. The scale of 
the institution of children’s literature will overpower the 
grandest of descriptive schemes. In terms of a book to 
“accompany” the reading or viewing (and, more likely, 
the study) of children’s stories, this collection has much 
to offer.
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